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Kenya over the last few decades, 
and the change from a nomadic 
lifestyle to communally owned 
ranches, wildlife in the Samburu 
District is under threat from 
deforestation, land degradation, 
overgrazing by livestock, and 
unsustainable water use. 
Alexander Njue, who is 
also involved in a separate 
Earthwatch- sponsored project 
studying the wildlife habitats in 
this area, hopes that wildlife can 
also benefit from an improved 
management of the scarce water 
resources. 
“The rare Grevy’s Zebra 
is especially threatened by 
diminishing water resources,” Njue 
said. “The lactating female has to 
stay close to a source of water. 
If there are only a limited number 
of watering points, all animals, 
including predators, will tend to 
aggregate near these points. The 
increased mortality among the 
Grevy Zebra young may be partly 
due to increased predation at 
these watering points.”
Moreover, the scarcity of water 
may lead to habitat degradation. 
With the Wildlife Habitats Project, 
Njue hopes to address issues 
related to habitat degradation 
over the next three years.
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Screen insights: A new project charts water resources in the Samburu region of 
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been trained as para-ecologists. 
They will be able to access the 
GIS database from the Earthwatch 
facility at Wamba (in Samburu), 
and pass on the information to 
their communities.”
As 80 per cent of diseases 
diagnosed in this area are 
waterborne infections, experts 
hope that the availability of this 
information will substantially 
improve public health. “I hope 
that this information will help 
people, including wildlife herders 
who travel with their livestock, 
to find and choose cleaner water 
sources,” said Philip Leitore, 
from Wamba Mission Hospital in 
Samburu.
The map is also set to mitigate 
conflicts between human and 
wildlife populations. Even though 
the wild animals don’t read 
maps, humans can strive to avoid 
the damaging concentration 
of livestock and wildlife at the 
same watering points during the 
dry season. Thereby, they can 
minimise the degradation of the 
soil and vegetation around these 
sites, as well as unnecessary 
deterioration of the water quality. 
Traditionally, the Samburu 
people have led a nomadic 
lifestyle in coexistence with a 
wide variety of species including 
elephants, lions, giraffes, Somali 
ostriches, cheetahs, and leopards. 
Due to rapid population growth in Newspapers were quick to 
highlight south-east Australia’s 
first rain in weeks at the end of 
last month, but the headlines 
in one Melbourne paper 
made things clear: “Rain no 
threat to drought”. Southern 
Australia is suffering its worst 
drought on record after six 
years of insubstantial rainfall, 
but, in a twist that reveals 
the size and diversity of the 
continent and potential climate 
change impacting on a major 
industrialised country for the first 
time, water has been pouring 
south into one of the world’s 
most spectacular ephemeral 
lakes. The rare event has been 
attracting birds from over a vast 
area to feed on the explosion of 
shrimps and fish that appear in 
the lake from dormant eggs in the 
salt crust, left after the last influx, 
more than three years ago.
But in the Murray-Darling 
basin in south-east Australia, the 
source of much of the country’s 
temperate produce and home to 
the largest sector of its population 
and unique wildlife, the situation is 
verging on disaster.
The prime minister, John 
Howard, warned last month that 
unless there is significant rainfall 
over the coming autumn weeks, 
irrigation will be banned until the 
following autumn to concentrate 
the meagre supplies for drinking 
water. He said the prolonged 
dry spell was “unprecedentedly 
dangerous” for farmers. “It is a 
grim situation, and there is no 
point in pretending to Australia 
otherwise.”
The causes of the current 
drought, which began in 2002 
but has been felt most acutely 
over the past six months, are 
complex. But few scientists 
dispute the part played by 
climate change, which is making 
much of Australia hotter and 
drier. Environmentalists point 
to the increasing frequency and 
Southern Australia is suffering 
its worst drought on record as 
northern floodwater pours into an 
arid inland lake site, writes Nigel 
Williams.
Lake irony
Current Biology Vol 17 No 10
R342Sporadic: Water floods into the massive salt flats of Lake Eyre only occasionally. 
(Picture: Photolibrary.)severity of drought-causing El 
Niño weather patterns blamed on 
global warming.
The latest UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change report, published 
this year, predicted more frequent 
and intense bushfires, tropical 
cyclones, and catastrophic 
damage to the Great Barrier 
Reef. The report also said there 
would be up to 20 per cent more 
droughts by 2030. And it said the 
annual flow in the Murray-Darling 
basin was likely to fall by 10-25 
per cent by 2050. The basin, 
the size of France and Spain, provides 85 per cent of the water 
used nationally for irrigation.
And, in line with the panel’s 
predictions, the past summer’s 
frequent and intense tropical 
cyclones in the north have led 
to floodwater pouring south 
into Lake Eyre. This lake sits in 
the middle of one of the world’s 
largest internal river basins. It 
bridges South Australia, Northern 
Territory and Queensland. The 
lake mostly exists as salt flats but, 
when it floods, the area springs 
to life with waterbirds gathering 
from hundred of kilometres 
away to feed on shrimp and fish. Researchers have no idea how 
the birds become aware of the 
potential feeding opportunities 
in the nascent lake, which is 15 
metres below sea level and the 
lowest point in Australia. The lake 
last filled to its maximum depth of 
5 metres more than 30 years ago.
But the suggested link between 
waters pouring into Lake Eyre, the 
drought in south-east Australia 
and climate change are much 
more contentious. 
Australians are among the 
biggest per-capita energy 
consumers, and among the top 
producers of carbon dioxide 
emissions. Despite that, the 
country is only one of two 
industrialised nations — the US is 
the other — that have not ratified 
the 1997 Kyoto agreement.
Until a few months ago, 
John Howard and his ministers 
dismissed the climate-change 
arguments. He refused to meet 
former US vice-president, Al 
Gore, when he visited Australia 
to promote his documentary, An 
Inconvenient Truth. He was also 
lukewarm about the landmark 
report by the British economist, 
Nicholas Stern, which warned that 
large tracts of Australia’s farming 
land would become unproductive 
if global temperatures rose by an 
average of four degrees.
While the government is 
determined to protect Australia’s 
coal industry, which provides the 
bulk of its electricity supply, the 
drought is expected to shave off 
one per cent of annual growth this 
year. This is the first suggestion 
that climate change will have 
major economic impacts, a point 
highlighted in the Stern review.
So the life burgeoning at 
Lake Eyre, however short-lived, 
marks an ironic taunt to the 
drought- stricken south east. 
The more so as the water is so 
brackish to be useless as a new 
source. And there is little illusion 
the rains last month go anywhere 
towards ending the drought. 
“Hundreds of millimetres is the 
answer. We’d need to see rain 
events like this, more of them 
and continuing for quite some 
time. This doesn’t even come 
close,” said a spokesperson 
for the Bureau of Meteorology’s 
Melbourne office.
